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DEFINITENESS AND INDEFINITENESS IN SERBO-CROATIAN

Traditionally the Serbo-Croatian adjective ie described as con-
sisting of two categories viz. a definite and an indefinite which
determine the noune to vhich they are attributed. Thus the cate-
gory of definiteneas well knovn from Germanic and Romance langua-
ges but unknown to Slavonic (apart from Bulgarian and Macedonian)
is claimed, at leaat partly, to be present in wmodern
Serbo-Croatian.

Grammarians from Yuk Karad2ié on compare more or less explicitly
the tvo forme of the Serbo-Croatian adjective with the category of
definiteneas in other languages:

*Prilagatelna imena Prvoga reda svr3avaju se u muikome rodu
Jedinstvenog broje dvojako, t.j. na poluglasno slovo ili na i:
zasto mi govorimo i slu%amo de se govori n.p. dobar i dobri,
zelen 1 zeleni (...) prvo stoji u prvome svom obliku 1 poka-
zuje kakvoéu nelzvijesne gtvari (My underlining) (...) A ovo
drugo naéinjenc (8 dodatkom i) od prvoga, i  kakvodom
opredeljuje stvar (My underlining) (na pitanje koji? kao
Njemaéki dlen der, die, das)..."
Yuk St. Karad%ié: Srpski Rjecnik, p. XLII, Wien 1918

*... ausserdem haben die meisten Adjektive noch zwei verechie-
dene Deklinationen - eine unbhestimmie und eine bestimmte, von
velchen die letztere dann angevendet vird, venn das Adjektiv
als Attribut eines achon bekannten oder ervlhnten Subjekts
dient, v8rend in alle Obrigen die unbestimmte Deklination am
Platze ist. Die wunbestimmte Form dee Adjektives (...)
entspricht somit in der Regel einem deutschen Adjektiv, dem
veder ein Artikel noch ein Pronomen oder dem bloss der unbe-
stimmten Artikel vorausgeht, die beastimmte Form dagegen einem
golchen Adjektiv, das entveder mit dem bestimmten Artikel oder
mit einem Pronomen verbunden ist; in F8llen also vie "der gute
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Freund; mein guter Freund; dieser gute Freund; vervendet man
im Sk. eine bestimmte Form des Adjektive *gut®, dagegen 1in
Fillen wie "der Freund 1ist gut; guter Freund; ein guter
Freund®" gebraucht man eine unbestimmte Form®.
Milan Redsetar: Elementar-Grammatik der gerbischen
{kroatischen) Sprache, p.60-61, Zagreb 1922

*L'adjective présente au nominatif et a4 l’accusatif singu-
liers, et partiellement A d’autres cas, deux formes
différentes, suivant que le groupe nominal dont il fait partie
eat indéterminé cu déterminé. On distingue ainsi miad brat "un
jeune frére" de mladi brat "le jeune frére". En pareil cas, le
serbo-croate a un moyen de rendre l’opposition de l'article
indéfini "un" et de l’article défini "le”", qui autrement n'a
pas d’'expreasion consatante...

A. Meillet, A. Vaillant: Grammaire de la langue

serbo-croate, p. 100, Paris 1932

In the first edition of his novel "Seobe®, MKilo% Crnjanskl as a
motto for the first chapter vrote the famous varde: ®*Beskrajan
plavi krug. U njemu zvezda®. According to all rules and norms of
the Serbo-Croatian language beskrajan plavi krug is unacceptable:
hov could the same noun be defined as indefinite and definite at
one and the same time? In later editions Crnjanski’'e cbvious faux
pas vas corrected to "Beskrajni plavi krupg" and the alarming
contradiction of the phrase done away with.

In a diachronic perspective the short formas of the adjective are
on the decline. (I prefer the etrictly formal terms long and short
te the traditional definile and indefinite), From a nominal para-
digm vhich may still be seen as an exhibit in some grammars, the
short adjectives have in common ugsage ended up in the pronominal
paradigm except for the forme of nominative esingular and plural,
of which only the masculine singular represents a real formal
difference, not only in the vritten but in spoken language as
vell. Besides, the number of long adjectives without corregponding
short forms is considerably larger than the number of adjectives
vith long and short forms, and the former group seems to iacrease
at the expense of the latter. This neutralisation of formal oppo-
sitione, together with the fact that there are oppositione other
than definiteness and indefiniteness involved, has made the use of
the tvo adjectival formse a wmajor problem for grammariasns and
normativists. Thus Lalevié¢ in his manual of correct language can
state: "mnogi uéeni ljudi ponekad pogre&e u upotrebi odredenog i
neodredenog oblika pridevskog®". M.S. Lalevié: Srpsko-hrvalski u
mom dZepu, p. 1006, Beograd 1963.
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It is the intention of thie paper to point out the semantic
content of the long and the short adjectives and to relate them to
their morphologic content for it is most unlikely that Lalevié’s
statement holde good either for the Crnjanski quotation or for a
long succeasion of eminent Yugoslav vwriters’ and scholars’ uge of
adjectives. This may be seen in the following examples:

bacao se tyrd pljesnivi komis (M. KrleZa, Hrvalski bog Nars,
Zagreb 1965, p. 23)

u udoban topli mir (A. Soljan, Nikola JSubié Zrinski, Zagreb
1965, p. 403)

mraéan, ukleti san (Ivo Frange&, Rijed okrenul zvijezdama,
Natos, Vidrié, KrleZa, Zagreb 1974, p 236)

malo astmatifan sijedi goepodin (M. KrleZa: Hrvatski bog
Mars, Zagreb 1965, p. 245)

Ne mislim, na kraju, ni na 1zvrstan kratki &lanak 8ime

Vudetiéa.,. (Stanko Lasié, Sukob na knjiZevnoj |Ijevici, p.
156)

.«.njihov vulgaren i nizak, ali %ivopisan i zanimljiv Zivot
(Jovan Skerlié: Istorije novije srpske knjiZevnosti, Beograd

1953, p. 354)

Kopitar Je skretao painju na ovaj znaésjan posao. (Skerlié,
ibidem, p. 247)

njegov potlacden, bespomoéan poloaj (Miodrag Pavlovié:
Jugoslovenska Novela, p. 242).

Let us examine in a little more detail the relationship between
long and short adjectives and their respective nouns in noun
phrases. I see three types of relationship between the long adjec-
tives and the noune to which they are attributed.

1. The 1first type 1e found in phrases like rodni kraj, radni
dan, kulturni Zivot etc. Such adjectives are derived from nouns
and their meaning directly related to these nouns; according to
the Matica dictionary the mentioned adjectivea mean ’'koji se odno-
8i na rodenje, na rad, na kulturu’. The correaponding short adjec-
tives rodan, radan, kulturan have different meanings, they are not
simply synonymous with the long forme =+ a morphological content
definiteness: rodan means ‘sposoban na radanje, plaodan, koji rada
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izobilno’, radar means ’'koji voli da radi, vreden’ and kulturan
'koji stoji na visokaom stupnju kulture, koji se odlikuje kulturom,
lepo adgojen, vaspitan’.

Syntagmas with long sdjectives of this type correspond to com-
pounds in aome Germanic languages: German Arbeltstag <(radri dan)
Danish fédeegn (roedni kraj) German Kulturarbeiter (kulturni
radnik) ete. and they cannot be paraphrased into dan je radan,
kraj je rodan and radnik je kulturan wvithout changing content.

2. The =second type we find in noun phrases like slepi mid, WNovi
Sad, stari svat, crni luk, vanredni profesor etc. These adjectives
are derived as vwell as underived and together with certain nouns -
i.e. not with all - they form a lexical unity of their own in
which the adjective has more or leas lost ita lexical coatent.
These syntagmas also correspond to compounds and eometimea even
have a real compound ae parallel form: starosval = slari sval,
belobor = beli bor. Moreover it is possible to form a compound
adjective of the wvhole syntagma: novosadski, starosavelski etc.

3. The third type of relation ve find in all the examples from
the grammars vhere the long adjectivee define a noun aand thus
correspond to the definite articles in other languages. In
contradistinction to the first twvo types which deal vith gemantic
relationsa between the adjective and the noun, this type of rela-
tion is morphological because the grammatical category definitenes
is involved. Thie category is defective in Serbo-Crcatian because
the opposition between the members of the category, on the vwhole
is neutralized in the oblique cases and to a great extent in the
vacabulary itself.

The short adjective is first and foremost semantically marked,
a fact which ie underlined by the use of only this form in predi-
cative function: dovek je mlad, vazduh je sveZ etc.

In sentences like cdovek je mlad a quality of the noun is expli-
citly pointed out and this semantic markedness of the short adjec-
tive in predicative position is transferred to the short adjec-
tives in attributive position. Thus wvhen the above quoted vwriters
vrote their "absurd® or "incorrect" noun phrase they wvere in fact
talking about "the blue circle, vhich poesessed the particular
quality of being endless®* (Crnjanseki) or stressing that "the
mouldy loaf wvhich wvas thrown vas hard (KrleZa), that "Mr Vuletié’s
short paper wvasz excellent® (Lesié¢) or that "their lives wvere
extremely vulgar and disqraceful but picturesque and interesting®
{Skerlié) etc. etc. The structures of the noun phrases beskrajan
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plavi krug and beskrajni plavi krug can be illustrated as followa:

NP NP
beskrajan plavi krug beskrajni plavi krug

Eeveral pairs of oppositions are present 1in the adjectival
syetem. Some of them are semantic oppositions:

known/unknovwn: kifoviti London/maglovit Akropolis
conventional/specific: slepi mis/slep mis
permanent/temporary: slrani jezik/stran jezik
relative/concrete: kul turni Zivet/kulturan Zivol

and one is morphological:
definite/indefinite: mladi covek/mlad covek

The semantic features unknown, gpecific, temporary and concrete
are marked in relation to the <features krown, conventional
permanent and relative and the morphological feature definite is
marked in relation to indefinite, wvhich may be illustrated by the
folloving scheme:

semantically +
sem. markedness
marked x
definiteneass 2 long adjectives
+ long adjectives
definiteness short adj.
=z {slepi mig)
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